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ABSTRACT
　　Canada is an example of a successful multicultural state, although it is far from perfect. 
Historically, the country was British, French and Indigenous. Since the end of the Second World 
War, and even more so since the 1970s, Canada has opened its doors to immigrants from around the 
world. For the most part, it is a peaceful cultural mosaic.




　At times, multiculturalism in Canada is idealized. 
While Canada's large cities do approach this ideal, 
rural areas are still largely Anglo Saxon. Perhaps 
most troubling is the state of Canada's Indigenous 
peoples, whose culture European settlers tried to 
erase, and who still often find themselves at the 
margins of Canadian society. Between the time of 
the first European settlements in Canada and the 
Second World War 350 years later, Canada saw 
itself as British and French only. After the war, 
and particularly in the 1960s, Canada immigration 
laws changed, and the country began to welcome 
immigrants and refugees from all countries, including 
countries in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean. Canada 
welcomes upwards of 300,000 immigrants every year 
and about 20 percent of Canadian citizens were born 
in a foreign country. For the most part, Canadians are 
proud of their country being multicultural, and large-
scale immigration is supported by both the political 
left and right. In 2002, then Prime Minister Jean 
Chretien said of Canada: 
　　　 It contains the globe within its borders, 
and Canadians have learned that their two 
international languages and their diversity 
are a comparative advantage and a source of 
continuing creativity and innovation. Canadians 
are, by virtue of history and necessity, open to 
the world. （Brosseau） 
　Canadians generally share this view. 
　What is multiculturalism? The simplest definition 
of multiculturalism is the coexistence of diverse 
cultures. When Canada became a country in 1867, 
people of Indigenous, British and French descent 
made up more than 90 percent of the country. Now, 
these three ethnic backgrounds comprise less than 
half of the Canadian population, and the other half 
is comprised of people from hundreds of other 
countries. In other words, it is a sociological fact that 
Canada is multicultural. However, multiculturalism 
is also an idea: the idea that all cultures are worthy 
of respect. Whether Canadian ideology and policies 
truly differ from other multi-ethnic countries is 
debatable, but many people believe that Canada 
embraces multiculturalism more robustly than other 
nations. The Multiculturalism Act of 1988 enshrined 
multiculturalism in law. 
　　　 The Act acknowledges multiculturalism as a 
fundamental characteristic of Canadian society 
with an integral role in the decision-making 
process of the federal government. Directed 
toward the preservation and enhancement of 
multiculturalism in Canada, the Act seeks 
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to assist in the preservation of culture and 
language, to reduce discrimination, to enhance 
cultural awareness and understanding, and to 
promote culturally sensitive institutional change 
at the federal level. （Brosseau） 
　In practice, the government focuses most on 
reducing discrimination against minority groups 
through education and cultural support. 
　One of the most brilliant Canadians of his time 
was Northrop Frye. His literary criticism is famously 
difficult to understand, but in the early 1970s he 
managed to encapsulate how pre-multicultural and 
multicultural Canada differ in a very simple and 
concise way. 
　　　 When I first came to Toronto, in 1929, it was 
a homogeneous Scotch-Irish town, dominated 
by the Orange Order, and greatly derided 
by the rest of Canada for its smugness, its 
snobbery, and its sterility. The public food in 
restaurants and hotels was of very indifferent 
quality, as it is in all right-thinking Anglo-
Saxon communities. After the war, Toronto 
took in immigrants to the extent of nearly 
a quarter of its population, and large Greek, 
Italian, Portuguese, Central European, and 
West Indian communities grew up within it. 
The public food improved dramatically. More 
important, these communities all seemed to 
find their own place in a larger community 
with a minimum of violence and tension, 
preserving much of their own cultures and yet 
taking part in the total one. （Frye, 206） 
　F r y e  w r o t e  t h i s  i n  1971 ,  b u t  I  t h i n k  i t 
expresses what many Canadians still think of as 
multiculturalism 50 years later. Because of mass 
immigration, religious zealotry receded, everyone 
seems to live together quite peacefully, and it is 
possible to retain some of your old culture while 
becoming Canadian. Also, the food got much better. 
（Food is perhaps one of the most important elements 
of culture.） What I might humbly add to Prof. Fryeʼs 
description 50 years later is that walking down the 
street in a busy neighborhood in Toronto can feel 
like the United Nations, with seemingly half the 
countries in the world represented in just a few short 
blocks.
　Canada is sometimes referred to as a “cultural 
mosaic” in contrast to the “melting pot” in the 
United States. A mosaic is a type of art in which 
a combination of many individual parts make a 
whole. In theory, what this means is that while 
immigrants in the U.S. are encouraged to assimilate 
to the American way of life quickly, new Canadians 
are encouraged to maintain aspects of their original 
culture while becoming Canadian. Nonetheless, 
even in Canada, immigrants are expected to accept 
Canadian values. 
　What differentiates Canada from the U.S. is the 
approach taken, attitude and circumstances. For one 
thing, “being Canadian” has a simple formulation, 
as Justin Trudeau articulated. “[Accepting refugees] 
is something that we are able to do in this country 
because we define a Canadian not by a skin color 
or a language or a religion or a background but by 
a shared set of values, aspirations, hopes and dreams 
that not just Canadians but people around the world 
share.” （Calamur） Unlike the U.S., Canada does not 
have many illegal immigrants. In the U.S., people 
crossing the U.S.-Mexican border illegally are often 
a catalyst for right wing anger about immigration 
in general. Canadaʼs history also makes its attitude 
different. While the U.S. broke from Britain in a 
revolutionary war, Canadaʼs first large group of 
immigrants was the Loyalists who had fought to keep 
British rule in North America. Canadians are perhaps 
more patient people. Most importantly is that Canada 
was never a completely British colony, but a mixed 
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Indigenous, French and British colony and therefore 
did not think of itself as homogenous. 
Who are Canadians? 
　It is generally accepted that the first people to live 
in what is now Canada crossed a land bridge from 
Siberia to Alaska roughly 15,000 years ago. （Some 
people believe it was earlier than this.） Indigenous 
peoples make up about five percent of Canadaʼs 
present population. Roughly a thousand years ago, 
Vikings established fishing camps on the east coast of 
Canada in what is now Newfoundland although they 
did not remain in Canada for long. Basque fishermen 
are thought to have visited the Grand Banks fisheries 
on Canada ʼs east coast for centuries before the 
European “Age of Discovery”, but they kept their 
fishing spots secret. 
　The Age of Discovery, also known as the Age 
of Exploration, saw ships cross the Atlantic Ocean 
to the “New World”. Christopher Columbus reached 
the Caribbean in 1492. In 1497, the Italian explorer 
Giovanni Caboto （known in English as John Cabot） 
reached Canadaʼs east coast in the service of Englandʼs 
Henry VII. In 1535, the French explorer Jacques 
Cartier sailed up the St. Lawrence River as far 
as present-day Quebec City and in 1608, Samuel 
Champlain founded a small settlement there. Around 
1610, the British founded a small colony on Canadaʼs 
east coast. Both the French and English were interested 
in cod fish and beaver pelts, the later because they 
were used to make heirloom quality felt hats. The 
earliest settlers in French Canada were fur traders who 
relied heavily on Indigenous people for their survival. 
They also married into Indigenous families. These first 
biracial Canadians are known as Métis.
　Present day economic philosophy emphasizes 
“free trade”, such as the recent TPP agreement. 
Modern economists generally believe that wealth 
is best created by allowing different countries with 
different specialties to trade “freely” with each other, 
thus exploiting their advantages. The economic 
philosophy of the 17th and 18th centuries, known as 
mercantilism, was quite different. Europeans at the 
time believed in maximizing exports and minimizing 
imports, importing primarily raw materials and 
exporting finished goods. Colonies were thought to 
be a necessary component of a successful economy. 
The colonies in North America provided not only 
raw materials but also a market for finished products. 
As Knowles writes, “Colonies were an indispensable 
ingredient in the equation.” （Knowles, 15） 
　For a variety of reasons, the British colonies 
in North America were more successful than the 
French. Between 1608, when Champlain established 
a small French settlement at Quebec, and 1763, 
the population of the settlement rose only to about 
70,000 people. The British colonies, including the 
13 colonies that became the United States, had 
a population of close to 1.5 million. The British 
occupied the far north, around Hudsonʼs Bay, and the 
east coast, from Newfoundland south to present day 
Georgia. The French controlled the Great Lakes and 
the St. Lawrence River. 
　The Treaty of Paris in 1763, which ended the 
Seven Years War between Britain and France, forced 
France to relinquish all of its territories in North 
America. （The Louisiana Territory was ceded to 
Spain, and later returned to France. Napoleon sold 
this land to the United States in 1804 to fund his 
European wars.） Although French settlers in Quebec 
were given the opportunity to return to France, 
many remained in Canada. The British hoped to 
convert these French speaking Catholic Canadians 
into English speaking Protestants, but they were 
unable to do so. One reason is that the British were 
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unable to attract English speaking settlers to Quebec. 
“[The Proclamation of 1763] had even less success 
in promoting Anglo-American immigration to the 
province of Quebec, where it was hoped a tide of 
English speaking newcomers would submerge the 
French-speaking population. With its foreign culture 
and harsh climate, Quebec had little appeal for New 
Englanders, New Yorkers and others.” （Knowles） 
Because Britain failed to Anglicize Quebec, they were 
forced to recognize Quebecʼs uniqueness. The Quebec 
Act of 1774 recognized French civil law as well as 
the Roman Catholic Church. For this reason, from 
1774 until the present, there have been two groups 
recognized as original Canadians. As Jacques Mathieu 
writes in the Canadian Encyclopedia, the French 
Canadians “refused assimilation and affirmed their 
existence. Protected by their language, religion and 
institutions, concentrated in a limited geographic area, 
difficult to penetrate, they developed a way of life, 
social customs and attitudes of their own.”（Jedwab） 
The resiliency of the small French population 
played an important part in Canada embracing 
multiculturalism 200 years later. 
　Shortly after the Quebec Act of 1774, the American 
Revolution broke out. Those Americans who opposed 
the revolution, who were loyal to the British Crown, 
faced reprisals from the revolutionaries when the war 
ended. Between 1775 and 1784, between 40 and 50 
thousand Loyalists fled to Canada. That so many 
people loyal to Britain immigrated to Canada is also 
a crucial element of Canadian history. Canadians 
continued to maintain an interest in the culture and 
political development of Britain and adopted the 
British model for political institutions rather than the 
American one. （Knowles 44） This is one of the key 
differences between Canada and the United States. 
　For the next hundred years, until Confederation 
in 1867, immigrants to Canada were primarily from 
Britain. Many Scots moved to Canada because of 
changes in agriculture in Scotland. Landlords found 
that they could make more money through sheep 
pastures than tenant farmers, and many people found 
themselves unable to make a living as a result. Many 
of these people migrated to North America. （Knowles, 
50） The famine in Ireland in 1845 and 1846 resulted 
in as many as 400,000 Irish immigrants to North 
America. Early migrants to Canada were not referred 
to as refugees, but it is possible to think of the Scots 
and Irish and economic refugees, which links them to 
the economic and political refuges of the current era. 
　After Confederation in 1867, when Canada began 
its journey toward nationhood, Canadaʼs first prime 
minister, John. A. Macdonald needed to fill Canada 
with people to prevent American armies, after the 
civil war, from moving north to conquer Canada. 
（Manifest Destiny was the American belief that 
the United States was fated to control all of North 
America.） The new Canadian government sent 
emigration agents to Britain and Europe to encourage 
people to move to Canada. As Knowles points out, 
there was a hierarchy of desirability. Until the advent 
of the First World War, these immigration salesmen 
would target farmers with capital, agricultural 
laborers, and female domestics, preferably from Great 
Britain, the United States, and northern Europe, in 
that order. （Knowles 69） 
　The British government, on the other hand, hoped 
to rid itself of problems. Only the unemployed were 
helped to emigrate, and most of these were from 
the cities. During the year 1907, more than 12,000 
paupers were sent out by the charitable organizations 
of London alone. （Peterson 44） 
　The Second World War changed how many 
countries thought about refugees. The Geneva 
Convention was drawn up in the aftermath of the 
Second World War and the Nazi Holocaust, which 
had caused the displacement of more than 40 million 
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people within Europe. The knowledge that the 
advanced capitalist countries refused to open their 
borders to many fleeing fascist persecution led to 
a broadly held sentiment that never again should 
refugees be turned away. （Hyland, 35）
 
　By the early 1960s, French Canadian resentment 
towards the English speaking elites in Quebec 
spawned nationalist movements within the province. 
In reaction to this, the federal government created a 
Royal Commission on Bilingualism and Biculturalism. 
This, in turn, raised awareness among non-British 
and Non-French ethnic minorities. As Palmer writes, 
“The public debate surrounding the work of the 
commission also necessarily raised the question: if 
it is valuable for French Canadians to maintain their 
distinctive culture and identity, why is it not so for 
other groups.” （Palmer, 93） Ukrainian Canadians 
were one of the groups who thought that their 
culture should be recognized as well. In response, 
immigration and population policies were overhauled 
substantially in 1975. After long consultation, the 
Liberal government of Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau 
passed a new Immigration Act, 1976. Trudeau （father 
of Justin） introduced multiculturalism in part to stem 
French separatism, which was a political motivation. 
Nonetheless, multiculturalism as an ideal had taken 
seed.
　The Act, which took effect in 1978, was a radical 
break from the past. It established for the first time 
in law the main objectives of Canada's immigration 
policy. These included the promotion of Canada's 
demographic, economic, social, and cultural goals, as 
well as the priorities of family reunion, diversity, and 
non-discrimination. From that time until the present, 
the Canadian government has moved gradually 
to eliminate racial, religious or ethnic barriers to 
Canadian immigration. （Troper） 
　Census data shows that between 2011 and 2016, 
about 1.2 million immigrants went to Canada. Of 
these, over 75 percent were from Asia, the Middle 
East and Africa. Immigrants overwhelmingly move 
to the four provinces of Ontario, British Columbia, 
Quebec and Alberta. Sixty percent of immigrants 
move to the largest urban centers, Toronto, Vancouver 
and Montreal. 
Discussion 
　Whereas the United States is referred to as 
a “melting pot” and Canada a “cultural mosaic” 
the differences are perhaps not as great as this 
classification might suggest. The truth is that 
Canadians do want immigrants to accept Canadian 
values such as democracy and equality. What 
differentiates Canada from many other countries is 
attitude. Whether because Canadaʼs history, geography 
or outlook, the majority of Canadians are supportive 
of large-scale immigration and multiculturalism. Data 
confirms that Canada has fostered a much more 
accepting society for immigrants and their culture 
than other Western countries. For example, Canadians 
are the most likely to agree with the statement that 
immigrants make their country a better place to live 
and that immigrants are good for the economy. They 
are also the least likely to say that there are too 
many immigrants in their country, that immigration 
has placed too much pressure on public services, 
and that immigrants have made it more difficult for 
natives to find a job. （Ambrosea） 
　In 1991, the Angus Reid polling organization asked 
Canadians to what extent they favored diversity. 
A majority said they favored a federal policy that 
promotes and ensures equality, eliminates racial 
discrimination in education, health care and the 
justice system, helps police improve services and 
helps new immigrants acquire the skills to integrate 
into the economy and society. 
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　The Ethnic Diversity Survey （2003）, conducted 
by Statistics Canada, studied the ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds of people in Canada. It reported that 
93 per cent of Canadians had never, or rarely, 
experienced discrimination or unfair treatment because 
of their ethno-cultural characteristics. However, of 
those who did report discrimination, the respondents 
were more likely to be visible minorities, and were 
more likely to be recent immigrants rather than 
second and third generation Canadians. 
　Not all Canadians share the same view. A well-
known critic is Stoffman. 
　“New immigrants of the same language group have 
always tended to gather in neighborhoods. Whatʼs 
novel is the scale of these immigrant communities – 
Richmond is 40 percent Chinese – and the fact that 
the wave of immigrants never recedes. If the flow of 
immigrants from China never ends （and with 20,000 
new arrivals every year in Vancouver, it shows no 
sign of ending）, how big will the new Chinese-
speaking communities grow? Will the Canadian-born 
children in these communities consider themselves 
Canadians or Chinese people living in Canada?”
（Stoffman, 233） It is not a coincidence that he 
worries about visible minorities, an echo of the 
“Yellow Fever” of the early 1900s. 
　Since the beginning of the Covid19 pandemic, 
which is thought to have originated in China, anti-
Asian racism in Canada has risen dramatically. A 
government report found that 1150 racist incidents, 
most of which were verbal harassment, had occurred 
since the pandemic began. （Aljazeera） What this 
highlights is that even in a country that is generally 
supportive of immigration and cultural inclusion, bad 
elements still exist. As the quotation from Stoffman 
illustrates, racist attitudes about visible minorities is 
an ongoing problem. 
　Modern Canada was built on the migration and 
contributions of many immigrant groups, beginning 
with the first French settlers, through newcomers 
from the United Kingdom, Central Europe, the 
Caribbean and Africa, to immigrants from Asia and 
the Middle East. While the challenges posed by 
racism and discrimination remain, Canadian society 
remains generally open to immigration. Moreover, 
many immigrantsʼ contribution to Canadian society 
and desire to help build a better society on Canadian 
soil is beyond dispute. 
　The ability that Canada developed in the post-War 
period to accept large numbers of immigrants has 
allowed it to avoid one of the key problems facing 
many developed countries, aging population. Although 
Canada birthrate is similar to other rich countries, its 
population is not falling. Rather, Canada's population 
has almost doubled in the last fifty years （the growth 
rate is 1.5%）
　Canada, for reasons historic, geographic, cultural 
and political has built a multicultural state that is 
imperfect but still a model for a turbulent world. 
Most Canadians are proud of their multicultural 
identity. 
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